Introduction
Many experts in management and organisation believe that leadership style is one of the most important elements in the managers' success, which can be gradually established based on their experience, education, training and the system of values and beliefs (Hersey & Blanchard, 2005) . Many experts and scholars believe that if there is to be only one factor to distinguish between successful and unsuccessful organisations, that factor will be the dynamic and effective leadership (Mirsepasi, 2005) .
Considering the role of education in the progress and development of a country, organisational managers, particularly university managers, can interact with their subordinates through selecting the appropriate leadership style and recognising all the factors effective in the education process and university management. They can also provide the context for an effective implementation of plans and achievement of goals through enhancing the employees' morale and making them connected to vocational and personal objectives and motivating them to work; thereby, managers will be able to successfully accomplish educational activities and provide a desirable productivity in their employees. Evidently in organisations, where managers do not select an appropriate leadership style, there will be a conflict among the employees. The organisation's atmosphere will be tedious and employees will despise it, and consequently, the organisation's efficiency will be decreased (Khalkhali, Shakibaei & Andesh, 2011) . and relationship orientation. These two types of advocating task and advocating relationship are among the main components of leadership styles (Robinson, 2010) .
The importance of leadership in organisations has caused thinkers and scholars of management to attempt to discover the features and characteristics of successful managers in organisations and always try to specify the characteristics in organisations. Previous research results indicate that managers' use of different leadership styles varies considerably. In this regard, Van Engen and Willemsen (2004) and Kolaric (2005) separately presented different results about the managers' selection method for leadership styles. Their research results showed that there are different relationships between the managers' leadership styles and some of their personal traits. Davis (2002) , while studying the managers' leadership style, obtained the following results: whereas only 28.9% of managers used the evolutionary leadership style, 62.7% of educators applied the evolutionary leadership style. In addition, he realised that there is no significant relationship between the leadership style and the years of experience. Added to that, there is no meaningful relationship between the leadership style and the education level. Gharaeini and Abbaszadeh (2009) comprehended that there is a significant difference between the leadership style of male and female managers, and male managers use the relationship-oriented style more than female managers; but the leadership styles of managers, in accordance with their education level, were identical and no significant difference was noticed. Khaksar (2002) concluded that there is no significant relationship between the effective behaviour of managers in boys' and girls' schools. Mahboudi (2006) showed that there is a meaningful difference between the education level and the field of study of managers and their effectiveness; however, no significant difference was observed between the effectiveness of male and female managers. Sheikh Nezami (1997) conducted a study on school managers and concluded that female managers, compared to male managers, have more communication skills, but this difference was insignificant. In a study, entitled 'A comparison of the performance of managers, graduated from the Management major and the other fields, in the high schools of Mashhad city', Ziraki (1997) expressed that managers, graduated from the management and educational administrative planning majors, compared to their counterpart, have a better performance in skills such as exploiting resources, taking decisions, innovation and accountability. Hamidi and Shoghli (2006) found that there is no significant difference between managers, graduated from the Management major and those graduated from the other fields of study, in nine main roles, including evaluation, group leadership, organisation, teachers' consultation, coordination, administrative planning, decision making, service provision, management and supervision. Ettehadnejad (2001) concluded that from the teachers' perspective, the education level, field of study and management experience are not influential on their effective skills; however, in teachers' view, there exists a significant difference between male and female managers in the domain of professional, technical, perceptional and human effective skills (Wafa, Ramaya & Hoon, 2005) . Wafa, in his study on the leaders' behaviour and the leadership effectiveness, which was carried out among the high school managers, perceived that there is a significant difference between the teachers' viewpoint about the leadership effectiveness of male and female managers; however, no significant relationship was reported between the race, field of study, and education level of managers and the managers' effectiveness. Robinson (1996) spotted a significant difference when comparing the teachers' viewpoint on the leadership effectiveness of the elementary school managers based on their age, gender and ethnicity. Jafari and Yousefnejad (2002) indicated that there is no significant difference between the leadership style of male and female managers, whereas Hyler Linda (1993) showed that there is a difference between the leadership style of male and female managers.
Research theoretical framework The concept of leadership
There are different definitions for leadership, each of which clarifies an aspect of the leadership operation and process. In this article, it has been attempted to state different definitions in order to achieve a more thorough understanding. Leadership is defined as the ability to influence the group and direct it towards the intended goals. It is a source of the influencing power and has an official nature, like leaning on the bench of management. Furthermore, it is worth stating that not all leaders are managers and not all managers are leaders (Robinson, 2010) . Leadership is a structured unit, consisting of the current needs. In leadership, participation is the key and the most important aspect. Moreover, identifying the weaknesses, strengths, threats and opportunities is an indispensable element for leadership. The leader gives feedbacks about his or her daily jobs and will be the pioneer, whenever necessary (Bennis, 1999) .
Leadership style
Hersey and Blanchard believe that personality and style are synonyms and in their view, one's personality or style is defined as the behavioural pattern she or he shows when directing the activities of others (Alagheband, 2006) . Considering the variable nature of human behaviours in different conditions, it can be realised that the leadership style or method is variable and one single style cannot be adopted in all conditions for all institutions and organisations. Therefore, a manager's leadership style is to be related to his or her assumptions about the human's nature and the people in the organisation with whom she or he works. Every manager has some assumptions about the nature of the people around him, such as the subordinates, peers and bosses. These assumptions consciously or unconsciously affect his or her decisions, behaviours and in general his or her style (Griffin & Moorhead, 2011) .
Hersey and Blanchard's situational theory
Situational leadership is a contingency theory, which concentrates on the followers and subordinates of a leader. The goal of this focus is related to this fact that a leader's success and effectiveness originally result from the followers, who accept or reject him or her. Regardless of what a leader does, his or her success rate depends on his or her followers' reaction. The method, presented by Hersey and Blanchard, is based on the maturity level or the readiness level of followers. In general, readiness reflects how much ability and willingness a follower has for performing a task. Hersey and Blanchard specified four stages for obtaining this readiness:
• In the first stage, individuals are neither willing, nor able to take the responsibility of performing a task. • In the second stage, individuals are not able to perform the tasks, but they are ready and willing to take the responsibility.
• In the third stage, individuals have the ability to do the tasks, but they are not willing to do what the leader says. • In the fourth stage, individuals have the ability and willingness to do what they are asked to do (Hersey & Blanchard, 2005) .
Situational leadership applies the two dimensions, specified by Fiedler; that is, the leader's behaviour according to the focus on the task or on the employee. Hersey and Blanchard have gone further and placed each dimension in one end of the spectrum and then four special leadership styles were created by integrating them:
• Directing (more attention to work -less attention to employee): the leader defines the tasks and tells the employees how, when and where to perform what task. In this method, the instructions are much focused.
• Persuasion (more attention to work -more attention to employee): the leader continues giving instructions in order to make the individual more familiar to his or her tasks; but the leader's attention to the person him or herself has increased. • Participation (less attention to work -more attention to employee): the leader and follower both participate in the decision-making process. The main role of the leader is to increase the pace of performing tasks and the communication speed.
Delegation (less attention to work -less attention to employee): the leader gives no instruction or directive about the task or for the sake of supporting the employees (Mirsepasi, 2005) . When the followers are at a high level of readiness, the leader not only lessens his or her control on the tasks but also attempts to reconsider his or her behaviour and in other words supports the employees less than before. For example, in the first stage of readiness, the leader should give clear instructions to his or her followers, such as the instructions presented by the directive leadership style. In the second stage, the leader should pay much more attention to task and employees. By focusing more on the task, the employees' lack of readiness and ability will be compensated, and by focusing more on employees, they will also attempt to mentally compensate the leader's favours and fulfil his or her demands. In the third stage, the motivational issues are raised, which will be solved in the best way in the participative leadership style. Finally, in the fourth stage, the leader should not do much work because the followers are willing and able to take the responsibilities (Robinson, 2010) .
The necessity of the leadership style for managers
Many experts of management and organisation believe that leadership style is one of the most important elements in the success of managers, which is gradually established based on their experience, education, training and the system of values and beliefs (Hersey & Blanchard, 2005) . The leadership style and the decisions taken by managers affect the organisation's performance from top to bottom. This factor leads to the organisation's success or failure because in addition to the other internal factors of the organisation's atmosphere, it also affects and controls the external factors (Khalkhali et al., 2011) .
Research methodology
The present article is a descriptive-comparative study. The data collection method is the library-field method. Statistical population of this research includes the male and female managers and employees at Zabol University of Medical Sciences. The number of managers is 52 (12 women and 40 men) and the number of employees is 1300 (537 women and 763 men). The sample size for managers is 52 individuals, determined by census; and the sample size for employees is 300 individuals including 124 females and 176 males, determined by the stratified random sampling based on the Morgan table. In order to evaluate the leadership style, 40 managers with 6 employees from their subset, and 12 managers with 5 employees from their subset were selected. In order to gather the required information, two questionnaires were used as follows:
• Demographic information questionnaire, including gender, age, education level, field of study, and work experience.
• Leadership style questionnaire: in order to evaluate the leadership style, the leadership effectiveness and adaptability description questionnaire, based on the situational leadership theory of Hersey and Blanchard, was used. The questionnaire consists of 12 questions, which measure the four leadership styles of directive, persuasive, participative and delegative. With a 4-scale ranking, this questionnaire has been set with the priorities 1-4. It is worth mentioning that the content validity of this questionnaire has been previously determined in the Iranian society with the reliability coefficient of 0.92 in Hasanian (2004) and 0.76 in Nooraee et al. (2006) .
In this study, in order to confirm the reliability of the questionnaire, 25 questionnaires were distributed among the employees of Zabol University of Medical Sciences, and after collecting them, the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was obtained 0.84; therefore, the reliability of the questionnaire was confirmed. The questions and the reliability coefficient of each style in the questionnaire are presented in Table 1 .
Each individual's score is calculated on the whole scale as follows: if the questionnaire scores are between 12 and 24, the application of the directive, persuasive, participative and delegative leadership styles is at a weak level; if it is between 25 and 36, it is at an average level; and if it is higher than 37, the application of the directive, persuasive, participative and delegative leadership styles is at a very high level.
Findings
The first hypothesis:
• Hypothesis 1: There is a difference between the leadership style of male and female managers.
Independent t-test was used to study the difference between the leadership style of male and female managers. The results are presented in Table 2 .
Findings of Table 2 show that no significant difference was observed between the directive, persuasive, participative and delegative leadership styles of male and female managers, at the confidence level of 95% and with the t-test values of 1.47, 1.04, 0.29 and 0.21, respectively ( p < 0.05, df = 51).
The second hypothesis:
• Hypothesis 2: There is a difference between the managers' leadership style, with respect to their education level.
One-way analysis of variance was used to study the difference between the managers' leadership style with respect to their education level. The results are presented in Table 3 .
According to Table 3 , in the directive style, based on the findings of the one-way analysis of variance and the observed F, with regard to the comparison of the average scores of managers and with respect to their education level, no significant difference was observed at the confidence level of 95% ( p ≤ 0.05, F = 1.95). In the persuasive style, with regard to the difference in the average scores of managers, based on the findings of the one-way analysis of variance and the observed F, with respect to their education level, no significant difference was observed at the confidence level of 99% ( p ≥ 0.01, F = 3.99). The highest average was obtained by the managers holding bachelor's degrees.
Moreover, in the participative style, considering the difference in the average scores of managers, based on the findings of the one-way analysis of variance and the observed F, with regard to their education level, a significant difference was observed at the confidence level of 95% ( p ≥ 0.05, F = 3.46). The highest average was obtained by the managers with the degrees higher than the master's degree. In the delegative style, considering the difference in the average scores of managers, based on the findings of the one-way analysis of variance and the observed F, with regard to their education level, a significant difference was observed at the confidence level of 99% ( p ≥ 0.01, F = 3.81). The highest average was obtained by the managers with the degrees, higher than the master's degree.
The third hypothesis:
• Hypothesis 3: There is a difference between the managers' leadership styles with respect to their work experience.
One-way analysis of variance was used to study the difference between the managers' leadership style with respect to their work experience. The results are presented in Table 4 .
The results of Table 4 with regard to the directive style of managers indicate that there is a significant difference between the managers' average years of work experience, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, F = 7.37). The highest average score was obtained by the managers with 1-10 years of work experience. Also, a significant difference with regard to the persuasive style of managers was observed between the managers' average years of work experience, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, F = 6.82). The highest average score was obtained by the managers with 1-10 years of work experience. Regarding the participative leadership style, a significant difference was observed between the managers' average years of work experience, at the confidence level of 95% ( p < 0.05, F = 3.48). The highest average score was obtained by the managers with more than 20 years of work experience. Regarding the delegative leadership style, there is also a significant difference between the managers' average years of work experience, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, F = 4.54). The highest average score was obtained by the managers with more than 20 years of work experience.
The fourth hypothesis:
• Hypothesis 4: There is a difference between the managers' leadership style with respect to their field of study.
The independent t-test was utilised to study the difference between the managers' leadership style with respect to their field of study. The results are presented in Table 5 .
As can be seen in Table 5 , a significant difference was observed between the average leadership style of the managers, graduated from the Management major and the other fields, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, df = 50, t = 3.17). The average score of the managers, graduated from the other fields is more than that of the managers, graduated from the Management major. Moreover, a significant difference was observed between the average score of the persuasive leadership style of the managers, graduated from the Management major and from the other fields, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, df = 50, t = 3.87). The average score of managers from the other fields is more than that of the managers from the Management major.
A significant difference was observed between the average score of the participative leadership style of the managers, graduated from the Management major and from the other fields, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, df = 50, t = 3.29). The average score of managers from the Management major is more than that of the managers from the other fields. Additionally, a significant difference was observed between the average score of the delegative leadership style of the managers, graduated from the Management major and from the other fields, at the confidence level of 99% ( p < 0.01, df = 50, t = 4.21). The average score of managers from the Management major is more than that of the managers from the other fields.
Discussion and conclusion
In the present study, no significant difference was observed between the directive, persuasive, participative and delegate leadership styles of male and female managers. This finding conforms to the findings of Khaksar (2002) , who concluded that there is no significant difference between the effective behaviour of managers in boys' and girls' schools. It is also in agreement with the study by Mahboudi (2006) , who indicated that there is no meaningful difference between the effectiveness of male and female managers. It is also in conformity with the work of Sheikh Nezami (1997), who mentioned that female managers, compared to male managers, have better communication skills, but this difference is insignificant. However, the present article conclusion does not conform to the findings of Gharaeini and Abbaszadeh (2009) , who comprehended that there is a difference between the leadership style of male and female managers, and also Wafa et al. (2005) , who stated that there is a significant difference between the teachers' opinions on the leadership effectiveness of male and female managers. Furthermore, the findings of the second hypothesis showed that in the directive style, no significant difference was observed between the average scores of managers, with respect to their education level. Despite this, in the persuasive style, a significant difference was observed between managers with respect to their education level. Managers with a bachelor's degree have used the persuasive style more than the other styles. Also, a significant difference was observed between the participative and delegate styles of managers with respect to their education level. The managers, with the degrees higher than the master's degree, have used the participative and delegative styles more than the other styles. These results conform to the findings of Van Engen and Willemsen (2004) and Kolaric (2005) , who found that there are different relationships between the managers' leadership styles and some of their personal traits. In addition, it is in agreement with the work of Mahboudi (2006) , who indicated that there is a significant difference between the managers' education level and effectiveness. The results do not conform to the results of Wafa et al. (2005) and Davis (2002) , who expressed that there is no significant difference between the managers' education level and their effectiveness and leadership style.
Moreover, the findings of the third hypothesis exhibited that there is a significant difference between the managers' directive, persuasive, participative and delegative leadership styles and their years of work experience. The managers, with 1-10 years of work experience, have used the directive and persuasive styles more than the other styles. In addition, the managers with more than 20 years of work experience have used the participative and delegative styles more than the other styles. These results conform to the findings of Van Engen and Willemsen (2004) and Kolaric (2005) , who indicated that there are different relationships between the managers' leadership styles and their personal traits. In addition, it is in conformity to the work of Kolagari, Modanloo and Behnampor (2007) , who found that experience affects the managers' performance.
Findings of the fourth hypothesis indicated that there is a significant difference between the directive, persuasive, participative and delegative leadership styles of the managers, graduated from the Management major and those from the other fields. The managers from the other fields utilised the directive and persuasive styles more than the managers from the Management major. Most of the managers graduated from the Management major have used the participative and delegative styles more than the other styles. These results conform to the findings of Mahboudi (2006) , who found that there is a significant difference between managers' field of study and effectiveness. Moreover, it is in conformity to the research of Ziraki (1997) , who concluded that the managers who graduated from the Management and Planning fields of study, compared to their peer group, have a better performance in the skills for exploitation of resources, decision making, innovation and accountability. Added to that, these results do not conform to the results of Hamidi and Shoghli (2006) , which shows that there iSSs no significant difference between the performance of the managers who graduated from the Management major and the managers of other fields, in nine roles of evaluation, group leadership, organisation, teachers' consultation, coordination, educational planning, decision making, service provision, management and supervision. Also, they do not conform to the findings of Ettehadnejad (2001) , who concluded that in teachers' view, managers' field of study does not affect their effective skills, and also Wafa et al. (2005) , who mentioned that no significant difference is observed between the managers' field of study and their effectiveness.
Given the research results, university heads are recommended to hold in-service courses for managers, who have lower education level and work experience and have been graduated from the fields of study other than the Management major. They are also recommended to pay enough attention to the managers' field of study and management background at the time of recruitment.
